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A riveting tale of determination and courage, A White Star in a Red Sky tells the story of a young American female pilot, who driven by a desire for revenge, flew planes into combat with the Soviet Air Force. Earning the title of “Ace,” Angela Moretti learned that revenge did not ease the pain. By the time that her contribution to the Allied war effort ended, Moretti’s motivation had shifted from a desire for revenge to a determination to protect the innocent. Historical fiction at its best.
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A masterfully researched and cleverly devised plot makes Chris Berman’s White Star in a Red Sky a book you will read in one sitting. If nonstop action, deep human emotion, conflict, and resolution are what you seek, you are reading the right book. 
Tom Gauthier: Readers' Favorite Book Review
“Two female fighter pilots unite in gripping WWII tale.”
 Lee Scott- Florida Times-Union /USA TODAY
 
“Chris Berman has written an imaginative tale set against the backdrop of WWII. The world’s first women to fly military aircraft join forces in the skies above the Eastern Front, culminating in a dramatic story of courage and comradeship.”
Amy Goodpaster Streebe: Flying for Her Country- The American and Soviet Military Pilots of WWII
 
In A White Star in a Red Sky, Chris Berman delivers constant thrills with an American female pilot who sets out to avenge her brother's death at the hands of the Nazis and finds so much more. Fans of World War II and aviation will enjoy this work of historical fiction.
Karen Bush Gibson, author of Women Aviators: 23 Stories of Pioneer Flights, Daring Missions, and Record-Setting Journeys
 
"A vividly written, well-researched novel about an aerial combat arena in WWII that few westerners are familiar with. The protagonist, an American woman, flies and fights for the Soviet Union. Read on to experience a unique take on war in the air with an unlikely hero in an unsung aircraft."
Ed Cobleigh, Fighter pilot and best-selling author of War for the Hell of It 
I’m a pushover for good historical fiction, but by “good” I mean the history AND the fiction are well-executed. A failure In one aspect can ruin all the hard work in the other. Chris Berman’s “A White Star in a Red Sky” checks all the important boxes and fires on all 12 cylinders of the Allison engine in Angela Morretti’s too infrequently featured Bell P-39 Airacobra.  (Check the box for cool and frequently neglected aircraft realistically described). And Angela is not only likable, admirable, and with well-defined motivations, Chris Berman creates just about the only believable scenario in which a strong-willed female American pilot could fly in desperate combat during one of the biggest, fiercest, and most pivotal battles in human history.  Check the all-important “yeah, I can see that happening” box.  Finally, I cared what happened to Angela and those around her. I even cared what happened to her plane.  ‘Check’ the biggest box of all.
 
Taylor Anderson:  New York Times Bestselling author of the Destroyermen series
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Prologue
May 6th, 1992
 
The sky seethed with aircraft, twisting, diving, and firing long streams of fiery tracers. In the distance, an olive-green fighter wearing red stars was burning and falling from the sky, like a blazing meteor, carrying her friend to her death. With only moments to spare, a dark shape fell from the doomed aircraft, and an off-white parachute bloomed against the green landscape below. Rolling her fighter, she saw the attacker: A Messerschmitt Bf-109-G, armed with a deadly 30 mm cannon and 13 mm machine guns, but the pilot of the Bf-109 did not see her. The German was lining up to fire on the vulnerable figure hanging below the silk canopy. Not content with just killing the aircraft, the Nazi was about to kill her friend.
She was diving straight down on the menacing 109; the engine behind her cockpit howled in protest as she wrung the maximum effort out of the aircraft. It set every bit of metal in the plane abuzz with high-frequency vibrations, protesting her abuse of the machine.
The mottled gray fighter, its wings emblazoned with black crosses, mushroomed before her eyes. The canopy of the Messerschmitt was dead center in her fighter’s reticle. She closed her fingers on the stick’s triggers. In that same instant, the 109’s pilot suddenly looked up. She was so close that she could see the terror on the man’s face just before the stream of .50 caliber bullets and 37 mm cannon shells disintegrated his deadly shark of the skies.  Black oil, shredded bits of metal, and bloody pieces of human flesh slammed into her fighter as she dove through a spreading cloud of debris that was once a German fighter.  But now she was in trouble, parts from the dying 109 had struck her fighter, tearing off the wingtip, peeling the light aluminum back, exposing the wing spars, and shredding an aileron.
Fighting the spin, she tried to level the fighter out. The ground appeared to reach up in a fatal embrace, to swallow her, to bury her and her fighter in the rich, black earth below . . . and then, her eyes snapped open, her heart racing and her hands wet with sweat to the steady drone of jet engines and the faintly metallic scent of the airliner’s cabin. The plush seat was a far cry from the armored steel bucket she once sat in, perched on top of her parachute pack.
She had dozed off. She’d been reading after having eaten the in-flight dinner. It was quite good, even if it was once frozen, then blasted by microwaves and warmed to the point of being edible. That didn’t really matter to her; the flavor of the meal was greatly enhanced by her hunger, as she’d had only coffee for breakfast and had missed her chance at eating lunch. The confusion at the ticket counter took longer than the woman had expected, finally insisted that a call be placed to their embassy in order to move the process along. The man in charge behind the counter, looking terminally bored, perked up instantly as if having received a high-voltage electric shock when the voice on the other end of the telephone blasted in his ear. He appeared to move in a frenetic, almost comedic, frazzled manner, racing through her documents and stamping them at triple speed. Filled with apologies, he handed her back her visa, passport, and the special paperwork the woman had carried. Late and with her stomach on empty, she raced toward the jetway, past the rows of passengers waiting to board their own international flights.
Finally, at around 7:30, some two hours after take-off from New York, the four-engine jet passed beyond Red Bay, Labrador, and exited Canadian airspace. A flight attendant arrived at her seat and handed her a tray of food. The look on the young woman’s face was indifferent to this passenger. To her, the woman in seat 5 B was an American grandmother, though she was still slim and attractive, with stylishly cut silver hair and soulful, dark, intelligent eyes. Surely not a diplomat, she reasoned. But the passenger’s very location in the first class section of the IL-62 airliner must have meant she was someone of importance. The stewardess, having just turned away from the woman, snapped her head quickly around when she heard the words, “Spasebo, Bolshoi” greatly thanking her.
“Oh, you speak Russian?” the flight attendant asked. It struck her with surprise that an older American woman would have a command of her language.
“I used to speak it quite well a long time ago,” the woman replied. “I’ve forgotten most of it, but I still remember some.”
A brief smile crossed the young flight attendant’s face. There was a story here, she thought, but it would not be proper to ask the American what that story was.
It was early May of 1992. After 49 years Angela Moretti, now Angela Castiglione, wife, mother, widow, grandmother, and angel of death, as she was called, was returning to Russia in a far different manner than when she had first entered that nation, strapped into the cockpit of a lend-lease P-39 Airacobra, that on impulse, and against all regulations, she had flown along with eight other Soviet pilots deep into the territory of the USSR. How long had it been, how far in the past and now, at last . . . . Again Angela pulled the official document from her jacket and reread it, the letter that was bringing her back. Someone had finally spoken, but who? Which one of them?  Now that the barriers between her nation and theirs were gone, someone within the new Russian government finally acknowledged her, and then, the letter from the State Department two weeks ago.   How many of them that she once knew were still living? How many had she seen die in their flaming coffins, falling from the sky over a raging battlefield? And how many had been murdered like her kid brother in North Africa, shot in the back of the head by some Nazi SS bastard? Her brother and so many others: dead so long ago. The dream, a life and death struggle at 15,000 feet. It was the first time in years it had come back to haunt her sleep.  The fear on the face of that German pilot, just before he died: I killed him, she thought, I killed him with no remorse that day but why do I always see him wearing my brother’s face, just before he’s blasted to bloody shreds?
Brilliant sunshine poured through the Aeroflot jet’s cabin window. Below were the mottled greens and browns of Eastern Europe, looking not so different than they did from her cockpit 49 years earlier. Soon they would be landing. Who would be there to greet her?  A moment of panic seized her. Did she remember it? Angela’s hand shot to an inside pocket. She was reassured that the pointed metal object rested there, and she breathed a sigh of relief. “Getting old,” she murmured under her breath. “Now I have to check twice just to make sure I don’t forget something, but how could I ever forget something as important as that?” 
Fifty minutes later, they began their descent into Moscow. It was a modern city now, so different than the last time she’d seen it, savaged by bombs and German artillery shells. In that city, she had been held for months and brought before a political commissar who vowed her efforts over the skies of his nation would never see the light of day, and later, after her release, an American military attaché who shredded her files, but here she was, about to set foot for the first time in all those many years onto Russian soil. The commissar, his name long forgotten, did not understand, nor did the Americans when she was finally repatriated.  No one could understand her motives that day in Alaska in early July of 1943 but her. It was not for Russia, or Stalin, or even America that she fought for. The USSR had only given her the means to quench her rage.  It was for her kid brother, Mickey, that she fought and killed Germans, for a sense of justice, for vengeance, and in some way, perhaps for her own sanity.
Where did those years go, she thought. Her marriage after the war, her children, and then the grandchildren, and of course, her husband, Ray. He was so understanding, living with her, coping with her through her nightmares, the ones that woke her screaming late at night. Ray’s death four years earlier had hit Angela hard. Even now, she still felt it. He’d be so proud of me, she thought. If only he were here to see this. She cast her eyes again to the window as the plane skimmed over brilliant white clouds in a deep blue sky. It was always the way she pictured what the view from heaven would look like. “Thanks, Ray,” she said quietly, “for believing in me.”
Again, she closed her eyes as the plane descended below the clouds toward a maze of concrete runways and thought about that day, so long ago, as a young, 19-year-old girl flying a fresh Bell P-39 to Alaska, along with eight other women WAFS ferry pilots. In her memories, Angela was back in the tight confines of the cockpit of a P-39 Airacobra, its potent 1200-horsepower Allison engine droning away, just a foot or so behind her back and her eyes, searching ahead for Ladd Airfield as the endless verdant green pine forests of the far north rolled beneath her wings.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter ONE
 
Alaska, June 30th, 1943
 
“Come on, close it up, close it up, girls, and lean out your mixtures or we’ll be flying on fumes.” Angela Moretti had been fixated on the landscape ahead of her, concentrating so hard that when Grace Chapman’s voice came over her headset, she jumped in her seat. Dutifully obeying her flight leader, she again leaned her P-39's fuel-air mixture and was rewarded by a pop, pop, pop of the plane’s V-12 engine. Whoa, a little too much, Angela thought and backed off the mixture control. Again, she looked at her fuel gauge. Twenty, maybe thirty minutes of flying time left. “We’d better find Ladd Field, or we'll be putting down in the treetops. Gosh, who am I talking to? I’ve been strapped into this plane for so long I’m getting buggy or maybe deaf, and I’ve got to pee so bad I’ll wet my flight suit unless we get down on the ground, and I mean soon.” 
Angela was cursing that second cup of coffee she’d had at Whitestone, in Canada, while regretting that she passed up a second helping of eggs and those thick slices of ham they called Canadian bacon. Her stomach was growling along in tune with her plane’s Allison engine. Angela was a WAFS ferry pilot, bringing factory-fresh Bell P-39 Airacobras up from the lower 48, across Canada, and finally to Ladd Field in Alaska, where they’d be handed off to Soviet Red Air Force pilots to be put to good use against the Germans.  The Russians loved our P-39s. They were rugged and packed a hell of a punch with their .50 machine guns and a 37 mm cannon in the nose.
Angela loved flying the P-39. This was her fourth ferry flight. It was long and boring, but anything she could do to aid in the war effort, and most of all, to kill Germans, was all right with her. But, she couldn’t help being envious of those Russian flyboys. They’d actually get to swat some of those Nazi bastards out of the sky, she mused. “What does it feel like to fire that 37mm? That gun’s as big as the one on a Stuart tank!” She’d also heard rumors that the Reds let their women pilots fly combat, but that was hard to believe. Then again, she heard a lot of rumors that turned out to be true. Deep down, she wished this one were. “Boy, what I wouldn’t give to be flying this plane into combat.”
In addition to ferrying planes up to the Soviets, Angela also flew a T-6 Texan towing targets for combat training. At East Field in North Dakota, she’d met a few American combat pilots, back from the Pacific on rotation or now acting as instructors. She would sit in rapt attention; eyes open wide, hanging on their every word. Rolling Scissors, the Thach Weave, the Immelmann. Angela would ask the pilots to explain each maneuver in detail, and then, on her off hours, she would make an excuse to take up a Texan trainer for more flight hours. Instead, she’d head off over the Black Hills, far from any prying eyes, to practice what she had learned from those boys who had survived their encounters with Jap Zeros and KI-43s over places like Rabaul and Guadalcanal. In her mind’s eye, Angela would see a JU-88 or a Messerschmitt expand before her gun sight as she pumped streams of lead and cannon shells into the enemy plane. How Angela wished, just once, she could take one of the P-39s she ferried up to Alaska into battle.
The P-39 Airacobra was a unique fighter aircraft.  While all other piston-driven WW II combat planes had their engines up front, ahead of the pilot, the P-39’s Allison engine was behind the pilot, mounted in the middle of the fuselage. This gave the plane excellent balance and allowed for a 37 mm cannon in the nose. This devastating weapon could disintegrate an enemy fighter with a single hit, and because of the radically different engine placement, the P-39 wasn’t a tail-dragger; it sat on a set of tricycle landing wheels. The only drawback was the lack of a supercharger for high altitudes. The slim lines of the fuselage simply did not leave room for it. This turned a great plane into an object of loathing for pilots in the Pacific, fighting the Japanese. The Zeros, flown by Japan, could operate at full speed at altitudes of 25,000 feet and more. The P-39, lacking the means to boost enough air to mix with its fuel, ran out of steam once the plane had climbed past 18,000 feet, making it a sitting duck for the Zeros, which were far faster in the thin air at high altitude.
Angela Moretti’s flight of nine fighters was conserving fuel and loafing along at just under 250 mph. Under full power, however, a P-39 could hit close to 390 mph in level flight. That was way better than a Japanese Zero and just a hair slower than a German Bf-109. The problem with the Zeros was not just one of altitude. The incredibly light fighter, built by Mitsubishi, could turn and climb on a dime, far quicker than  inside of the turn of a P-39. In fact, most pilots in the Pacific called the P-39 Zero bait. Even an experienced pilot flying an Airacobra against a Zero was lucky to come back alive. It was a whole different story in the skies over the USSR. There, the air battles were below 16,000 feet.
The Nazis had never developed a strategic heavy bomber, so they employed tactical light and medium bombers, like the Stukas, Ju-88s, and Heinkel 111s. Their bomb loads were minimal, and they lacked the sophisticated bombsights of the Americans’ B-17s or even the British Lancasters, so to hit their targets, they flew low and were prime prey for the lend-lease P-39s. At that altitude, the Airacobras could also match and sometimes exceed the capabilities of the Messerschmitt Bf-109, Germany’s primary fighter plane. One hit from an Airacobra’s cannon and a Messerschmitt would be nothing but burning, falling scrap metal, and if a Russian pilot spotted German ground forces in trucks or armored personnel carriers, that same 37 mm gun would make short work of them as well.
Angela’s inner thoughts were disrupted by a call over her headset. It was Amy McDonald flying the second plane in their formation who spotted the first of the rough-hewn log cabins on the outskirts of Fairbanks. Ladd Field was just ahead, but slightly off to the left. Still good navigating, though, she thought. Only about half a degree off.
The nine P-39s roared over the cabins. Below, Angela could see a few faces turn upward to look at her flight of olive-green fighters as they passed overhead. “Okay, girls,” her radio crackled to life with Grace Chapman’s voice, “Let’s set down and grab some dinner.”
Approaching the field, Angela and the others saw two flares arc up, indicating it was safe to put their planes down. Finally rolling to a stop, Angela cut her engine, unstrapped from the cockpit, and opened the door of her P-39. Like the mid-engine, the door was unique as well. It was so much like a car’s door for entering the cockpit that it even had a window that rolled up and down with a hand crank. Once out and with her flight helmet and goggles off, she surveyed her plane. Well, not her plane, she’d only ferried it up here. By tomorrow, it would be some Russian fighter pilot’s plane, flying off over Siberia and into battle. To Angela, it just didn’t seem fair. She knew she was a good pilot, as good as any of the men flying combat. In fact, she and a guy she knew who’d shot down six Japs over the Pacific went up in a couple of T-6s. She creamed him in maneuvers. He even told her that if she’d been a Jap pilot, he’d have bought the farm.
Climbing down from the wing of her fighter, Angela raced past Grace Chapman, yelling back over her shoulder.  “Sorry, ma’am, but I’ve had to go since we left Canada!”
Her flight leader yelled after her as the young woman
disappeared in the direction of the latrines. “That’s okay; the
rest of us will be right behind you!”
It was 21:00 hours with the sun still high in the sky when the nine WAFS pilots had cleaned up and headed over to the mess hall. Searching the officers for the familiar face of Major Anderson, Angela, and the others instead ran into a full bird Colonel.
“Ladies, I’m Colonel Jonathan Connors, the base CO. If you’re looking for Major Anderson, I’m sorry to say he’s been transferred to fighter operations in England. I’m new here, and you’re the first . . . ah, women ferry pilots I’ve had the pleasure of meeting, and I do say it is a pleasure. Not many pretty faces up here in the northlands. So please, I’d like you ladies to rest and relax after your flight. I’ve asked the mess cooks to serve you all up something special. We’ve got wild Alaska salmon, local fresh-killed duck, corn on the cob, and mashed potatoes, not those reconstituted potato flakes either. These are the real McCoy.
“I understand you ladies have your own quarters on the base, so after dinner, get a good night’s sleep, because the Russians are due to arrive in the morning, and I need you on the flight line to assist with aircraft inspection. I hear the Ruskies are picky as hell and won’t accept an aircraft unless it’s in one hundred percent perfect flying condition. I expect that since you flew them up here from the lower 48, you’ll know if any of those ships need any ah, adjustments before we turn them over. So, goodnight ladies, and I’ll see you all at 0:600 hours.”
Barbara Dubrowski’s eyes followed the colonel as he walked out the door of the mess hall. “Wow, would you get a load of him? He looks just like Clarke Gable!”
Sally Harte, the small blonde, who’d been flying tail-end Charlie, answered her. “Ah come on Barbs, you think any decent-looking guy with dark hair and a mustache looks like Clarke Gable”
“Oh yeah, she replied, grabbing a plate and heading for the chow line. “You seemed to be getting pretty friendly with that Canadian mechanic last night.”
“What, you mean, that sergeant? He was getting just a little too friendly with me when he started checking out my parts.”
“So, what’d-cha say to him?”
“I told him, don’t go thinking about putting your tools in my cockpit, buster!”
Barbara roared. “Ha, that’s telling him!  I think all these characters think just because we’re on our own and flying these planes that we’ve all got round heels.”
“You got that right. Say, how’s Angela doing? She’s been really quiet this whole trip, and now she’s eating by herself over at the far table. What’s the matter with her? All of a sudden, she doesn’t like our company?”
Barbara shook her head. “Naw, it’s not that. I, err, asked Grace about it last night. You know she lost her kid brother back in November in North Africa?”
“Yeah, I remember. It was during training. She was so broken up for a while, I thought she’d wash out of the program, but then it . . . I don’t know, it seemed to make her more determined, more committed.” 
“That was before she got a letter from one of the guys in her brother’s outfit. The guy who wrote to her was the only survivor. He had a long recovery and lost his memory for a while. I don’t know what he told her, but it hit her pretty hard. I shouldn’t say anything more. When the time comes, and she’s ready to talk to us, she will. Right now just give her plenty of space, because she’s a very angry girl and she needs a lot of time to herself.”
Sally could see that for herself. Just as Angela finished her plate of food, she left without saying a word to the other women and went back out to where the ground crews were working on the P-39s. They were stripping the wings of their four.30 caliber machine guns. The Russians didn’t like the extra weight they packed onto the planes. They said it cut their speed and their maneuverability. Besides, the Russian pilots said, the two .50 caliber guns and the potent 37 mm cannon were more than enough to get the job of killing Germans done.
Angela stood silently, her arms hugging her chest, staring at half a dozen men taking big sets of stencils, laying them on the wings and taping them to the fighters’ fuselages and spraying red paint, officially making the olive-green P-39s property of the Soviet Air Force with red stars. Angela didn’t notice that Barbara Dubrowski had also walked out of the mess hall and was standing near her. It was after 10:00 at night, but with the sun still over two hours from setting, Barbara could see that tears had streaked Angela’s face.
“Angie, I’m sorry, I don’t know the whole story. I know you found out something, something bad about what happened to your brother. Is that why you’re crying?”
Angela spun around. Her lips were pressed tightly together, and there was sharp anger to her voice. “No, that’s not it at all! And then in a softer voice, “I’m sorry, Babs, yeah, this is about Mickey, but that’s not why I’m crying. I’m crying because these planes are leaving the day after tomorrow, and we’re going back to North Dakota. I’m so angry I could spit! These planes are going to be flying into combat, and I’m not going with them.”
“But . . . we can’t do that. We’re ferry pilots, bringing these planes up here to the Russians. They won’t let us fly combat missions.”
“Yeah, that might be our job, but that’s not what I want to do. I want to kill those rotten, lousy Nazi bastards. I want to kill them all and I don’t want some Russian pilot doing the killing for me. More than anything, I want to be pulling that trigger myself! I want to see those Nazi bastards die! I want to see them fall from the sky, burning and crashing into the ground!” Angela stopped trying to stifle her tears, but she couldn’t hold them back. “I, I want to kill them all, every last one of them, for what they did to Mickey. I want to see all of them dead!” 
Barbara wanted to comfort her, but she knew she couldn’t. The WAFS ferried fighter planes; they didn’t fly them into combat. She knew Angela’s burning desire to kill Germans was unquenchable. So she turned and left Angie to her personal demons and walked slowly back to the women’s barracks.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter TWO 
 
This far north, the sun, having risen just after three in the morning, was already climbing in the sky when 0500 hours rolled around. Angela Moretti stretched and rubbed her eyes, feeling that vague sense of dizziness from too little sleep. It was difficult for her to close her eyes, thinking of the nine P-39s being prepared for battle while she and her fellow WAFS pilots would be boarding a C-47 in the afternoon and returning to North Dakota.
Angela had tried earlier to sleep for another 30 minutes or so, but in her state of mind, it was useless. Grabbing a towel from a pile on the table, she walked softly past her slumbering fellow pilots. Carefully closing the door to their barracks, she walked through the silent camp to the showers, the ones set aside for the women ferry pilots. Once there, Angela let the hot water course over her body, still feeling the twinges and minor aches of having been confined to the steel armored bucket seat of a fighter plane for an interminable number of hours. Angela was alone. She preferred it that way and was glad no one had gotten up as of yet. She didn’t need anyone telling her to “cheer up”, or “don’t look so down in the mouth.” People who thought they were being helpful just grated on her nerves.
Drying herself off, she studied her reflection in the mirror. She was even thinner now. Her ribs were showing. Her mother had said there were two kinds of Italians: The plump and happy ones or the thin and taciturn. Angela was the latter. Five four, thin and wiry, her thick black, hair and brown eyes contrasted with her sallow complexion.  Her breasts were small, but firm, supported by the new muscles she had developed during training. Flying a fighter, even if you were just ferrying it to Alaska, still required some additional upper-body strength to occasionally muscle the aircraft through heavy weather. Maybe she wasn’t the Betty Grable type, but she was pretty in her own way. Angela knew she’d be prettier if she smiled; she had nice, straight, white teeth. But lately, after receiving Jimmy O’Connor’s letter, the lone survivor from her brother’s outfit, smiles didn’t come easily for her.
In her uniform and walking toward the flight line, Angela passed the other women pilots who were heading to the showers. She gave them an obligatory wave before stopping by a group of the base’s mechanics, still working to remove the .30 caliber guns from the wings of the P-39s, while others were busy installing extra drop tanks for the long and hazardous journey Russian pilots would make over the Bering Strait and the desolate, seemingly never-ending wilderness of Siberia.
“Hey, which one of you ladies was flying number 73?”
Angela looked at the P-39; its access panel to the motor was off, and it looked pretty ugly in there. “That was Jane Aston’s plane. Why, what’s wrong with it?”
“Oil leak, lady. I hope it’s just a loose fitting, or this one’s going nowhere.  What’s the matter with her? Wasn’t she watching her oil pressure gauge?!”  She could hear him mumbling something about women pilots being worse than women drivers.
“She’ll be on the flight line in a few minutes!” Angela yelled back. “Why don’t you ask her yourself!” Adding, “you dumb jerk,” under her breath.
Fortunately, by the time Jane Ashton and the other pilots arrived to check over their aircraft, the mechanic with an attitude managed to locate the leak. It was a loose-fitting, nothing to be concerned about. The oil level was topped up, and the Airacobra was ready to go, but that there was no guaranty it wouldn’t come loose again.
By 0800 the women were back in the mess hall enjoying a breakfast of thick ham slices, eggs, and toast. Colonel Connors was a man of his word and really had gone out of his way to make sure the women were well fed and comfortable. Unlike a lot of the men in the Army Air Corps, he held the women pilots in high regard. They might not be flying in combat, but it was still dangerous ferrying planes up and over the Canadian wilderness and in all kinds of weather. Several women ferry pilots had already been lost to storms and to mechanical failures of their aircraft. Besides, Connors knew the women’s efforts freed up male pilots for combat duty in Europe and in the Pacific.
Just before 0900, the drone of twin radial engines could be heard. Angela Moretti was again outside, standing alone, watching a dark green Lisunov Li-2, a Russian-built DC-3, break through a low cloud deck and circle the field once before landing.  She watched it until the plane finally rolled to a stop, about fifty yards from where she was standing, and silently regarded the young pilots climbing down a ladder from the rear door of the aircraft, with some of them jumping off from the last few steps, clapping their hands, and one even doing a little dance. Cocky, she thought. Russian or American, all fighter pilots are cocky. She hated them, not for who they were, but for what they were going to do: take those beautiful P-39s and then fly them into combat, hopefully killing a lot of Germans.
Angela was about to return to the mess for another cup of coffee to drive away her fatigue when she noticed the last Russian pilot getting out of the plane. He was a lot smaller than the others and his hair . . . Suddenly she realized the last pilot was a woman, about Angela’s height and weight with golden-blonde hair. Before she could let that observation percolate in her thoughts, she saw one of the Russians bend over and vomit onto the runway. One of the others helped him to his feet. He was walking, but none too steadily. Angela had heard about their prodigious consumption of Vodka and thought he might just be hung over. Then again, maybe he was just sick.  She looked at the woman again. She was young. Even at this distance, Angela could see she wasn’t any older than herself at age 19, maybe even younger, and she’d come with eight combat pilots. I wonder, she thought, could she be one of those I’ve heard rumors about? Are there really women combat pilots? 
“You wanted to see me, Colonel?” Grace Chapman, in her WAFS uniform, was standing at attention in front of Jonathan Connors.
“At ease, ma’am. Your girls comfortable?”
Chapman, wondering why the colonel wanted to see her, answered him. “Oh, yes, yes, sir, they are. And thank you for asking as well as that dinner last night and breakfast this morning. I can’t remember such good food since before the war started.”
“Well, you’re welcome. The reason I called you into my office is that you and your girls will get to have a little more of our northern hospitality. Apparently, you won’t be going home until tomorrow. Your return flight is sitting on an airfield in Alberta with a bad motor.  Either they’ll get it fixed, or the Army will send another DC-3 for you and your girls.”
“Thank you for telling me, sir. I’ll let my girls know.” With that, Grace Chapman saluted and started to leave.
“Whoa, hold on a second. I thought since you all are stuck up here until the morning and we’ve just got in a flight of Russian pilots, maybe in the interest of allied relations, I’d organize a little get-together after mess call. We’ve got a phonograph and some speakers I can set up. What do you say, think your girls would be interested?”
“Why, yes, sir, thank you, that’d be great, sir.”
“You can cut the ‘sir’ routine. In fact, how’d you like to be my partner and get this little shindig together?  You can start by helping me inventory these phonograph records. I’m pretty partial to Benny Goodman myself. And you can call me John, okay?”
Grace smiled at the colonel, but her eyes moved to his left hand. Good, she thought, no wedding ring. And he’s not bad looking either. Sally was right, he does kind of resemble Clarke Gable.
Angela studied the Russians for a while before walking back to the flight line. When she arrived, her ears were assailed by the sandpaper voice of the lead mechanic, the one she thought of as mister dumb jerk.  “I don’t know why the damn fitting came loose again, maybe someone didn’t do their job at the factory, or maybe this motor’s an unbalanced piece of crap.  Kind-a hard to tell with you, eh . . .  ladies loafing these planes along at half throttle. Too bad I don’t have a real pilot to wring this plane out.”
That did it. “Hey, wise guy! Do you know how to fly that plane?!” Angela shot back at him.
“Hell no, I just fix 'em.”
“Then shut up and close the engine cover, and I’ll make sure she’s good to go.”
Colonel Connors had just pulled a box of phonograph records from a storage cabinet when both he and Grace Chapman heard the sound of a potent Allison engine fire up. Both raced outside to see one of the P-39s roaring down one of the runways and lifting off into the sky. At just a few hundred feet off the ground, the plane pulled up sharply as the pilot executed three consecutive barrel rolls and streaked upward, punching through the few low scattered clouds that marred an almost flawless blue Alaskan sky.
Suddenly, all eyes were turned upward, watching the pilot complete a series of Immelmanns, then dive and pivot the Airacobra into a tight chandelle turn, climbing under full power. The plane kept climbing, almost vertically, until the engine began to labor with the plane on the edge of stalling. At around 12,000 feet, the fighter pitched over and hurtled toward the ground, building up speed until it had passed beyond 400 mph. Still, it raced downward toward Earth. Colonel Connors held his breath, thinking he was about to witness a massive explosion as the Airacobra augured itself into the ground. Just when he’d thought it was too late for the pilot to pull out of the dive, the aircraft leveled out in a bone-snapping high-gee maneuver and shot over the airfield at less than one hundred feet. John Connors couldn’t believe it! And, just when he’d thought he’d seen everything, the pilot, whoever it was, did three victory rolls over the field before making a tight turn. The plane’s landing gear extended, and the P-39 settled down, gentle as a feather, onto the runway and taxied back to the work area.
Colonel Connors watched the aircraft, intensely curious as to who the pilot was. The WAFS, as well as the Soviet pilots, who had been watching the incredible aerobatics show also wandered closer to see who had been flying the plane. The base’s lead mechanic, however, knew exactly who was at the controls and just stood there, mouth open, with a stupefied expression on his face.
Finally, with the engine cut and the propeller coming to rest, the car-like door of the P-39 opened, and a woman’s head with thick dark hair emerged. “It’s not the plane. The engine’s fine. Someone just didn’t torque the oil fittings down properly at the factory.”
Angela Moretti stepped onto the wing and jumped down to the sound of whistles and applause from the men of the ground crew, her fellow WAFS, and even the Soviet pilots. Turning to look at the faces of those who had gathered to see who had flown with such astounding ability, Angela’s eyes met those of the blonde girl. While the others smiled and a few in the crowd waved to her, she could see the woman studying her, as if to size her up, judging the strengths and weaknesses of her flight. Finally, Angela saw a hint of a smile cross the woman’s face.
“Miss, can I see you in my office? . . . Now!” Colonel Connors had walked over to Angela trying his best to hold on to his temper in front of the small crowd that had gathered. See could see the color of his face had reddened and his lips were tight and blanched white. Oh, oh, she thought, maybe I went a little too far.
Connors held his cool until he’d shut the door to his office, so as not to embarrass the woman. “Are you completely crazy?! I fully expected to see you kill yourself in that dive!”
“I... no, sir, I’m not crazy, I...  I was insulted. No, not just me, all of us, all of the WAFS that flew here yesterday were insulted by your lead mechanic.”
The colonel’s bluster began to fade. “Insulted? How so?”
“There was an oil leak in that plane’s motor. Your mechanic couldn’t tell if the problem was a bad motor or a bad assembly job at the factory. He said the plane needed to be flown at combat speeds, but there weren’t any real pilots here to fly it . . .  sir.”
“So you decided to show him you’re a real pilot, right?”
“Sir, just what does he think we are?  We’ve been through the same training as the men, we can fly as well as any man and  ... I can out-fly a lot of them. I only wish . . .” her voice trailed off.
 Colonel Connors' face took on a conciliatory look. “You only wish what ah . . .”
“Sorry, sir, its Moretti, Angela Moretti.”
“So what is it you wish, Miss Moretti?”
“I wish, sir... that I could fly combat and kill Germans.”
Her last words, ‘kill Germans,’ seemed to explode out of her mouth and took the colonel aback. “You seem pretty certain of that.”
“Yes, sir.”
“May I ask why?”
“I...  I’m sorry, sir. It’s very personal.”
John Connors knew when to push and when not to. “I see. Well, unless the War Department ever says different, you’re not going to be flying any combat missions. Now, you will refrain from ever flying aerobatics like that over my field ever again, is that understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Oh, and in case you didn’t hear, you ladies will not be leaving today. Your transport is grounded in Canada with a bad engine. I hope you won’t be too angry over not being permitted to fly combat to join us all tonight for a little get-together?”
Angela smiled, perhaps for the first time in months. “No, sir, I’ll be there. Thank you, sir.”
“Very well then, miss, you are dismissed.” Connors chuckled. “Good lord, women wanting to fly combat missions, what’s the world coming to?”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
If Angela Moretti wanted anything, it was to be left alone, but her magnificent, and sometimes terrifying, flight earlier in the day had the whole base buzzing. In the mess hall, her own WAFS, as well as a few of the male pilots on the base, congratulated Angela on her flying skills. At a separate table, the nine Soviet pilots and the pilot and co-pilot of the transport were eating, or rather devouring, the American base’s food like starving tigers.  Angela had read about the sieges of

OPS/toc.xhtml
		Chapter 1






OPS/images/image1.png
)





OPS/images/PENMORE_-_EBOOK_-_Chris_Bernan_b01.jpeg
Chris Berman

A WHITE STAR

IN A RED SKY






OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





